[The innervation of the digestive tract: its morphofunctional and neurochemical aspects].
The innervation of the alimentary tract (or enteric nervous system, ENS) represents the third division of the autonomic nervous system and it appears to be unique for its intrinsic ability to mediate reflex activity even when disconnected from the central nervous system. Enteric nerve cells can be classified in subclasses according to combined classic morphological criteria (Dogiel type I, II and III) and electrophysiological properties (type S and AH). A further major feature of the ENS lies in the variety of chemical messengers expressed in its neuronal elements. These substances can act either as neurotransmitters or neuromodulators. A common finding of enteric neurons is to synthetize and store several chemical messengers, a phenomenon known as neurochemical coding. As a consequence, neurotransmission involves the release and action of more than one messenger, an event referred to as plurichemical transmission. Recently, the use of combination of methods (such as immunohistochemical, pharmacological and electrophysiological techniques) has led to the identification of specific functionally distinct categories of enteric neurons. Thus, inhibitory and excitatory motor neurons, interneurons, vasomotor and sensory neurons are now recognized to constitute the complex network of the ENS. These neuronal elements are synaptically connected to form microcircuits which play a pivotal role to control digestive functions, including motility, blood flow, secretion and absorbtion.